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According to the 1990 census, North Carolina is, for
the first time, more urban than rural. This change in
demographic conditions has economic and natural re-
source implications for regional and state-wide growth
management. Concerns regarding the ability ofcommu-
nities to effectively deal with growth management is-
sues, particularly in the mountain area, resulted in leg-
islative initiatives enacted by the 1991 North Carolina
State Legislature. Senate Bill 917 created two study
commissions to determine the need for mandated land-
use planning in the mountain area of North Carolina
(House Bill 1261) and for the state as a whole (House
Bill 1 157). Each initiative is controversial, due in part to
both strongly held property-rights beliefs and misunder-
standings about the role and usefulness of planning.
This paper examines land-use planning issues in the
mountain area of North Carolina, including the prob-
lems particular to the area, new perspectives that plan-
ning can bring to these problems, limitations placed on
planning by the state and future directions for planning
in western North Carolina.
Western North Carolina is a beautiful region, rich in
scenic resources. The mountain area, as defined by
physical and topographic factors, includes all or por-
tions of24 counties extending west from Polk County in
the south to Surry County in the north. Scattered through-
out the landscape are old structures that recall earlier
times when agriculture was a dominant way of life for a
large number of inhabitants. Tobacco is still grown, but
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Christmas trees are the primary agricultural crop today.
The area remains largely rural and most mountain area
communities have small populations. Areas of geologi-
cal and physiographic significance are abundant, and
some areas, such as Grandfather Mountain, are both a
tourist destination and an important wildlife habitat
area. The mountains are the head waters of the Watauga,
Catawba, Linville, North Toe and several other rivers.
Some of the river basins drain into the Atlantic Ocean
and others into the Gulf of Mexico.
Local residents and outside observers alike have become
increasingly aware of growth-related problems in the
mountain area. Significant growth and change has oc-
curred over the past several decades, and much of this
development took place with few or no land-use con-
trols. Second-home development abounds. Year-round
recreational opportunities and tourism modify the physical
landscape. Strip commercial development along major
transportation corridors is common. Insensitive devel-
opment, such as the 320-unit, ten-story condominium
complex on top of Sugar Mountain (near the Town of
Banner Elk in Avery County), also occurs. Many other
activities increasingly scar the physical environment
with both temporary and permanent marks.
Two truisms drive the debate over management ofthe
land development process. First, development will take
place with or without either mandated or formalized
planning. Second, once development takes place, the
form and shape of the cultural landscape becomes fixed,
or can be changed only at great expense. For example,
imagine the difficulties and expense of removing the
condominium complex on Sugar Mountain. The impli-
cation of these two truisms is that uncontrolled growth
is a serious threat to achieving the goal ofmaintaining or
improving the quality of community life. Clearly, devel-
opment-related problems exist in the mountain area,
and uncontrolled growth is a serious threat to achieving
38
CAR OLIN A PLANNING
Inventory
of Existing
Conditions
Identification of
Goals and Objectives
^p
Figure 1.
that goal. Is there a growth
management problem in
western North Carolina?
Yes, there is a problem and
it needs fixing, but how to
fix it requires a closer look.
It is a purpose of govern-
ment at all levels to address
growth and change. Re-
sponses fall between two
extremes: decision-making
that results in uncontrolled
growth or decision-making
that promotes controlled
growth. Uncontrolled
growth is often associated
with ad hoc or reactionary
planning, whereas controlled
growth is more often asso-
ciated with anticipatory plan-
ning. Ad hoc or reactionary
planning best characterizes planning in the mountain
area over the past several decades. One's perspective
certainly influences the act of decision-making. Deci-
sions can be based on market forces, physical arrange-
ments, ecological higher laws or societal concerns. Al-
though the process ofplanning can accommodate these
divergent perspectives, perceptions of planning in the
mountain area often preclude its implementation.
The goal of planning is to maintain or improve the
quality ofcommunity life. Land-use decisions can either
hinder or support the achievement of this goal. Al-
though the process of planning will vary from one
community to another, several common elements or
phases exist. The process is initiated by a growing aware-
ness ofcommunity problems, resulting in recognition of
a need for planning. The next phase, direction-setting,
involves values clarification, whereby a community decides
the goals and objectives for planning. The research
phase examines past events, assesses existing conditions
and forecasts future conditions. In the formulation phase,
alternative strategies, plans and courses of action are
developed for the community based on the goals, objec-
tives and knowledge of present and future conditions.
These proposals are then translated into implementa-
tion actions. This is a continuous, dynamic process,
which can accommodate changing needs and condi-
tions, and provides ample opportunities for citizen
participation.
A successful shift toward more controlled growth
practices in the mountain area first requires acceptance
of the need for planning. Overcoming the perception
that planning is a threat will open the door to new
perspectives for dealing with growth and change in the
mountain area. State universities in North Carolina,
particularly those with community and regional plan-
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ning programs, can assist mountain area communities
by providing educational and technical expertise.
Planning as a New Perspective
Planning, by virtue of its comprehensive view and
participatory component, brings powerful tools to the
land development process. Both the mountain region
and the State of North Carolina, however, present ob-
stacles to the implementation of planning. The applica-
tion of a number of these tools and an understanding of
the issues specific to western North Carolina is essential
for achieving the goal of maintaining or improving the
quality of community life.
Development Management Tools
The planning functions most important to western
North Carolina include incorporation ofvalues, owner-
ship, understanding of place and planning methodolo-
gies that can improve both land-use decision-making
and the quality of community life.
Values. Is big better, or is small beautiful? What
should a community conserve, and what should a com-
munity preserve?How does one balance environmental,
social and economic concerns and needs...and all three
with private property rights? The answers to these ques-
tions are often complex and complicated by both legal
and political concerns. Although planning is the best
forum for addressing these questions, final decisions are
made typically in the political arena. By-passing plan-
ning only muddies the water, diminishes the quality of
decision-making and adversely affects the quality of
community life.
Ownership. A feeling of ownership in the decision-
making process among community residents greatly
facilitates all phases ofthe planning process. It is impor-
VOLUME 18 NUMBER 2
39
tant that community members have numerous opportu-
nities to be heard, to hear others and to influence
outcomes.A planning process that is strong in participa-
tion opportunities is less likely to be tainted by the
extremes of both values and politics. Planning should
enable the development of common goals and assist in
their achievement.
Understanding the place. Because the term quality of
life spans both the physical and human environments, a
comprehensive understanding of place is essential to
quality decision-making. Ideally, land-use decision-making
is based on historical information and an inventory and
analysis ofexisting social, economic and environmental
conditions. Few mountain area communities, however,
have such information. This skews the planning process,
results in decision-making based on an incomplete
understanding of natural and cultural processes and
increases the odds that subjectivity or special interests
will influence the outcome. We live in a complex and
interdependent world where the interaction of human
and physical elements often results in difficult environ-
mental problems. However, few mountain communities
have either the financial resources to assemble an infor-
mation base or the technical skills to analyze one. This
is unfortunate because available technology, such as
Geographic Information Systems (GIS), greatly facili-
tates inventory and analysis of a broad range of data or
factors contributing to environmental conditions.
Planning methodology. Methodology is the research
framework used to catalog, describe and analyze inven-
tory data. No single planning methodology as yet suc-
cessfully integrates social, economic and environmental
components into one package. Instead, each component
is bound together under the umbrella ofcomprehensive
planning. Inventoryand analysis ofenvionmental condi-
tions is the largest component of land-use planning
applications. Several alternative environmental plan-
ning methodologies are available to planners, including
those popularized by Ian McHarg (McHarg 1969) or
Philip H. Lewis and G. Angus Hill (Belknap and Fur-
tado 1967). Although planning methods should be
comprehensive and consistently applied, piece-meal and
inconsistent approaches are the norm in most mountain
area communities. The ideal planning methodology links
the natural resource base and the community, the com-
munity and the region, and the region and the state.
Philosophical and political issues
However useful or applicable planning tools may be,
a number of issues hinder their implementation in the
mountain region. This is apparent in western North
Carolina where the most prominent planning issue re-
lates to the question of property rights vs. stewardship.
Private property rights vs. stewardship responsibilities.
Many people in the mountain area will assert, "This is
my land, and no one is going to tell me what to do with
it!" Others view the earth as a biosphere with several
ecosystems, stressing the interdependence between all
living things and the role of man as steward. NIMBY
(not in my backyard) responses may cause both sides to
modify their positions. For example, a few years ago a
hazardous waste disposal firm proposed locating a facil-
ity in Allegheny County. This politically conservative
county was without either a land-use plan or plan im-
plementation mechanisms such as zoning or subdivi-
sion. When the firm identified that one of the hazardous
waste items would be dead human fetuses, public opin-
ion galvanized against the proposal. Some residents of
this conservative county suddenly openly discussed the
possibility of adopting zoning to keep the hazardous
waste facility out of their community. Although the
facility was never built, it took this crisis (vs. a rational
planning process) to bring people together to identify
their common interests and to act toward a desired end.
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Much of the authority required to institute planning
regulations and controls rests in the hands of the state
legislature. A number of obstacles to successful plan-
ning in the mountain area can onlybe cleared in Raleigh.
These include greater empowerment of local govern-
ment, balancing resources and creating state-wide eq-
uity.
Empowerment. The lack ofhome rule in North Caro-
lina and the fact that the 10th amendment to the United
States Constitution makes cities creatures of the state
can inhibit the ability ofcommunities to respond imme-
diately and in an innovative manner. Even where the
desire to plan creativelymay exist, the authoritymay not.
In North Carolina, when a certain planning authority is
lacking or questionable, a community must request that
authority from the state legislature to establish a legal
base for exercising its police powers. This can be a
complicated and time-consuming procedure. Home rule,
which does not exist in North Carolina, could empower
local government to plan creatively and, at least poten-
tially, act in a more timely manner. Much innovative
planning comes from states with home rule. One can
argue that if it is good for a community to initiate
participatory planning, why not also include commu-
nity-based authority through home rule?
Resources. Mandated planning requires all communi-
ties to plan, but does not address the individual capabil-
ity to do so. Even when recognition of a need for plan-
ning is great, the stark reality is that most mountain area
communities have meager technical capability and fiscal
resources to accomplish mandated planning. For ex-
ample, Banner Elk is a small mountain community with
a 1990 population of 933. Actual planning practice in
Banner Elk includes participation in only a few phases of
the planning process. The desire exists to do more, but
the resources are simply not available. It is sometimes
difficult for Banner Elk to keep its only back hoe run-
ning, so imagine how the town would react when told
that they must hire a planner (or planning consultant),
or procure a computer GIS work station! Because plan-
ning is not a strong or practiced tradition in most moun-
tain communities, mandated planning will force these
communities into a foreign environment.
Equity. North Carolina has three distinct physiogra-
phic regions: the coastal plain, the piedmont and the
mountains. Although each of these regions have unique
planning needs, the planning process is the same within
all three. To single out one or two regions for mandated
planning is potentially divisive and over both the short
term and the long term can create at least a perception
of harm that tarnishes the intended benefits.
The studycommission created by House Bill 1261 will
soon recommend whether or not mandated land-use
planning in the mountain area of North Carolina is
needed. The recommendation will be controversial because
of the complexity ofphilosophical and political issues in
western North Carolina. The argument for mandated
planning is strong, but such a recommendation should
include several caveats. First, any requirements must
recognize the needs of mountain people and mountain
communities. Although the mandate to plan is clearly a
top-down initiative, a community-based, participatory
planning process, which includes an educational com-
ponent, has the greatest chance for success in the moun-
tain area. Second, a state technical assistance program,
including both personnel and GIS technology, is essen-
tial. GIS is an important but expensive planning tool,
and many mountain communities would not have either
the fiscal or technical resources required for its use with-
out state assistance. Third, the mandate to plan should
include detailed guidance on the development of a
comprehensive planning information base, which in-
cludes the full range of physical and cultural conditions
that impact land-use decision-making. Lastly, the moun-
tain area would benefit from a comprehensive and con-
sistently applied planning methodology that links com-
munities to the region and the region to the state.
The binding element to mandated planning is leader-
ship at all levels of government. Some will view man-
dated planning as a threat, and some as an opportunity.
If the mandate promotes planning as a process, the
combination ofparticipatory planning and tools such as
GIS can help realize the goal of making communities
throughout western North Carolina more livable. To
plan or to continue not to plan. To mandate planning or
to continue the status quo. These are difficult and complex
decisions, best characterized by a poem by Robert Frost.
Frost talks about two roads diverging in awoods, how he
took the one less traveled by, and how it made all the
difference, cp
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